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Market-led product development
High in protein, fiber, carbohydrates, folic acid, iron and 
zinc – beans are great for enriching our diets, especially 
for pregnant women and growing children. One of the 
challenges is putting more beans on the table of rural 
and urban consumers. Dried grains, the most available 
and affordable bean product, take one or two and half 
hours to cook. That uses up energy - wood, electricity 
or paraffin - and time that could be spent doing 
something else, especially for women, who usually 
do the preparation. Researchers at CIAT, through the 
Pan-African Bean Research Alliance (PABRA), are 
working with private sector industries and consumers 
to develop bean products that can be prepared in less 
than 15 minutes. The significant time reduction will 
mean “pre-cooked beans” have a beneficial impact 
on the environment, urban and rural finances, and 
fuel consumption, allowing for extra time to do other 
things. In Kenya and Uganda, 12 varieties out of an 
initial prescreened 47 varieties have been selected and 
are suitable for processing by industrial pre-cooking. 
Farmers have already started growing selected varieties 
on a commercial scale for processing.
Demand driven: working with the 
private sector
Transformed from a neglected staple into a cash 
crop in Ethiopia, white pea beans, known locally as 
“white gold,” are a major component of the country’s 
$120 million bean export market. The beans provide 
income for around 3 million smallholder farmers, 
fetching around three times more income than other 
crops, like maize, and providing nutrients in the local 
diet. Thousands more are employed in post-harvest 
processing. In the last decade, Ethiopia has become 
the first African country to prioritize white pea bean 
production, which has more than doubled from 
211,347 tonnes to 455,115 tonnes between 2004 and 
2014. This success is partly due to PABRA’s efforts to 
make high-quality bean varieties that exporters demand 
readily available to farmers. Seed access has risen 
from 20 to 65 percent for farmers since 2004. Better 
bean varieties, bred and released by the Ethiopian 
Institute of Agricultural Research (EIAR) in partnership 
with the PABRA network, are also more tolerant to 
drought, pests and diseases. Engagement of the private 
sector - the company Agricultural Commodity Supplies 
(ACOS) – has been central to the white pea bean’s 
transformation.
The bean corridors: an opportunity to 
boost trade
Our assessment of the bean trade in Africa has 
revealed major flows of the bean commodity between 
production and consumption areas, connected by 
distribution networks. We call these ‘bean corridors’. 
Some of the flows link more than two countries 
to each other. The corridors are characterized by 
production hubs, consumption hubs and captive 
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markets, distribution and market support services 
including knowledge sharing in various pre- and 
post-harvest practices. While cross border bean trade 
involves an almost equal number of female and male 
entrepreneurs, men constitute 70 percent of bean 
transporters - while women constitute the majority in 
the retail sector at 65 percent. Although beans are 
among the most tradable commodities in east and 
southern Africa, more than 90 percent of this trade 
is informal. More than 60 percent of traders have 
access to information on prices, but there is limited 
information on tradable volumes or quantities of beans 
available. Our commodity corridor approach can shed 
light on this largely informal market, to improve the 
business environment, linkages between bean farmers 
and the private sector and facilitate engagement with 
policy makers to design policies to support investment 
in bean value-chains and cross border trade.
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